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Abstract  
The current study longitudinally examines the ef-
fects of child maltreatment, parenting, and disadvan-
taged neighborhood on victimization, delinquency, 
and well-being via running away and school engage-
ment among a sample of 360 high-risk adolescents. Re-
sults of a path analysis revealed that parenting was as-
sociated with school engagement, running away, and 
well-being. Childhood neglect was related to victimiza-
tion while sexual abuse and living in a more disadvan-
taged neighborhood were associated with poorer well-
being. Greater school engagement was associated with 
higher levels of well-being and a lower likelihood of de-
linquency. Finally, running away was positively associ-
ated with participating in delinquent activities. In terms 
of the interactions, results showed that the effect of pos-
itive parenting on well-being was significantly stron-
ger for females and the manner in which neglect related 
to school engagement was greater among males. Addi-
tionally, gender significantly moderated the relationship 
between running away and victimization and between 
running away and delinquency, both of which the ef-
fects were significantly stronger for males. Implications 
for families and adolescents are addressed. 
Keywords:  child maltreatment, running away, adoles-
cents, well-being 
Approximately 3.3 million cases of child abuse and neglect were reported in the United States in 2003, 
and an estimated 906,000 of these reports were substan-
tiated (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 
2005). Many detrimental outcomes are associated with 
experiencing childhood maltreatment such as running 
away, re-victimization, and overall lower well-being 
(Beitchman et al. 1991; Tyler 2002). Poor parenting (i.e., 
conflict and low warmth and support) are also linked to 
similar adverse outcomes (Ek and Steelman 1988; Flan-
nery et al. 1999; Schreck and Fisher 2004). Finally, al-
though research examining neighborhood effects on 
child and adolescent outcomes is limited, neighborhood 
problems such as crime, delinquency, and social and 
physical disorder have been either directly or indirectly 
associated with poor adolescent development (Samp-
son et al. 2002). The current study uses longitudinal data 
to examine the effects of early abuse and neglect, par-
enting, and disadvantaged neighborhood on victim-
ization, delinquency, and well-being via running away 
and school engagement among a sample of currently 
housed, high-risk adolescents. 
Literature Review
Child Abuse and Poor Parenting
Numerous studies support the conclusion that many 
adolescents leave home as a way to escape abuse (Cauce 
et al. 1998; Kaufman and Widom 1999; Tyler et al. 2001a; 
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Whitbeck and Hoyt 1999) and familial problems (e.g., 
conflict and ineffective parenting) (Ek and Steelman 
1988; Greenblatt and Robertson 1993; Whitbeck and 
Hoyt 1999). Indeed, research finds that runaways re-
port having experienced high rates of physical and/or 
sexual abuse (McCormack et al. 1986; Tyler and Cauce 
2002; Tyler et al. 2001a) and poor parenting (Dadds et al. 
1993; Schweitzer et al. 1994) while at home. Finally, 
lower school engagement and/or poorer academic per-
formance have also been associated with experiencing 
maltreatment and/or conflict with parents (Crozier and 
Barth 2005; Hagan and McCarthy 1997; Leiter and John-
sen 1994; Tyler et al. 2006). 
Because adolescents with lower levels of paren-
tal monitoring and closeness may have more opportu-
nities to participate in numerous types of risky behav-
iors (Luster and Small 1994), these youth are likely to 
have higher involvement in delinquency. Research also 
finds that a history of child maltreatment (Beitchman 
et al. 1991; Shields and Cicchetti 2001) and poor parent-
ing (Schreck and Fischer 2004; Tyler and Johnson 2006) 
are associated with victimization later in life. Finally, 
adolescents who have experienced neglect or abuse and 
ineffective parenting have been shown to suffer from 
posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and/or depression 
(Whitbeck and Hoyt 1999). In addition, negative family 
experiences may have cumulative effects and can be det-
rimental to normative adolescent development (Hagan 
and McCarthy 1997; Wheaton 1999) resulting in poorer 
overall well-being. 
Neighborhood
Unlike the research on parenting and running away, the 
relationships between environmental risk factors and 
running away are not well understood. Families are sit-
uated within social contexts where economic and so-
cial supports are differentially available (Fauth 2004). 
Specifically, living in poor, dangerous neighborhoods 
affects parenting behaviors by increasing the risk of 
harsh control, inconsistent discipline, and low mater-
nal warmth (Hill and Herman-Stahl 2002), which may 
result in youth running away from home (Hagan and 
McCarthy 1997) and being less involved in school (Edel-
brock 1980; Hagan and McCarthy 1997). Living in high 
crime neighborhoods also puts adolescents at risk of 
coming into contact with potential offenders and thus at 
increased risk for victimization. In addition, those who 
live in disadvantaged neighborhoods are more often in 
proximity to potential targets in the absence of suitable 
guardians; this may increase the likelihood that they 
will become involved in delinquent activities. Although 
research examining neighborhood effects on child and 
adolescent outcomes is limited, it is evident that neigh-
borhood problems (e.g., crime, delinquency, social and 
physical disorder) are associated with poor adolescent 
development (Sampson et al. 2002) and lower overall 
well-being. 
Running Away
Adolescents from troubled family backgrounds tend to 
run away numerous times and spend time on the street 
(Janus et al. 1987; Tyler et al. 2001a; Whitbeck and Si-
mons 1990). This increases their opportunity for ex-
posure to delinquent youth and thus increases the 
likelihood that they will participate in delinquency 
themselves (Chen et al. 2004; Tyler et al. 2000; Whitbeck 
and Simons, 1990). Moreover, being on the street results 
in high visibility and exposes youth to potential offend-
ers, which may increase their risk for victimization (Ty-
ler et al. 2001b). Research also finds that a history of mal-
treatment leads to running away (Tyler et al. 2001a) and 
spending time on the street, increasing the risk for men-
tal health problems, and consequently, lower adolescent 
well-being (Whitbeck and Hoyt 1999). 
School
Poor school performance has been linked to high-risk 
behaviors in past research. For example, poor academic 
achievement is associated with numerous delinquent 
activities, including cigarette use (Bryant et al. 2004) 
and alcohol use (Crosnoe 2006). Other research also 
supports the link between school problems and delin-
quency (Wang et al. 2005). An association has also been 
found between school performance and multiple victim-
izations (Holt et al. 2007). Finally, in their recent review 
of the literature, Suldo et al. (2006) reported that stu-
dents who do well in school and feel that they have a 
supportive school environment are more likely to per-
ceive a higher level of well-being. 
Gender
The literature also finds numerous gender differences 
with respect to our outcomes. For example, males and 
females tend to differ in terms of their rates of running 
away (Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 
Administration (SAMHSA) 2004) and school engage-
ment (Annunziata et al. 2006), which may be linked 
to different outcomes. This is supported by research, 
which finds gender differences in delinquency (U.S. 
Department of Justice 1997), victimization (Paetsch and 
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Bertrand 1999), and well-being (Schraedley et al. 1999; 
Thompson et al. 2004). 
Purpose of the Current Study
Although previous research has examined the link be-
tween abuse and/or poor parenting and numerous 
negative outcomes, much of it is descriptive, based on 
cross-sectional data, and includes samples of currently 
homeless youth. Therefore, factors that predict the like-
lihood that housed adolescents will subsequently run 
away from home and factors that predict delinquency, 
victimization, and lower well-being have not been sys-
tematically examined over time. As such, the purpose 
of the current study is to use longitudinal data to ex-
amine the effects of early abuse and neglect, parenting, 
and disadvantaged neighborhood on victimization, de-
linquency, and well-being via running away and school 
engagement among a sample of currently housed, high-
risk adolescents. 
Theoretical Orientation
We draw on the risk-amplification model (Whitbeck 
et al. 1999), which is a combination of life course the-
ory and social interaction theory, as a framework for 
our study. According to this model, adolescents who ex-
perience child maltreatment (i.e., physical abuse, sex-
ual abuse, and/or neglect) or come from homes char-
acterized by poor parenting (e.g., low monitoring and 
low warmth and support) are at greater risk for running 
away as a means of escaping a negative environment. 
Adolescents growing up in families that display aggres-
sive and antisocial behavior may mimic this behavior in 
other social settings, leading to school problems and en-
gagement in delinquent activities through their associa-
tions with deviant youth (Dodge 1983; Patterson 1982). 
Street experiences and running away from home am-
plify negative developmental effects originating in the 
family, and these developmental problems set the stage 
for later victimization, participation in high-risk behav-
iors, and overall poorer well-being. 
Hypotheses
Based on the above literature review and the risk-am-
plification model, we hypothesize that having expe-
rienced child maltreatment (i.e., sexual abuse, physi-
cal abuse, neglect), having poorer parent relations (e.g., 
lower levels of closeness and monitoring), and living in 
a more disadvantaged neighborhood will be associated 
with running away, lower school engagement, a greater 
likelihood of victimization and delinquency, and lower 
well-being. We also hypothesize that running away 
and lower school engagement will be associated with 
greater delinquency, victimization, and lower well-be-
ing. Finally, we hypothesize gender differences based 
on previous findings that males are more likely to run 
away and have higher rates of delinquency and victim-
ization compared to females. Additionally, we expect fe-
males will have higher levels of well-being and experi-
ence more positive parenting compared to males. 
Method
Data
The National Survey of Child and Adolescent Well-Be-
ing (NSCAW) is a longitudinal study of youth ranging 
in age from birth to 14 years old at the time of the ini-
tial sampling. The NSCAW study consists of two co-
horts and includes a total of 6,228 children and adoles-
cents. The cohort used in these analyses, NSCAW Child 
Protective Services (CPS), includes 5,501 adolescents. To 
be eligible for inclusion in the NSCAW CPS sample, ad-
olescents must have been the subject of a child abuse or 
neglect investigation conducted by CPS between Octo-
ber 1999 and December 2000. 
Data were collected in four waves (baseline, 12, 18, 
and 36 months) from a total of four possible report-
ers. Information was collected from the respondent, the 
child’s teacher (if school aged) at wave 1, 3, and 4, and 
from the current caregiver, (defined as the caregiver 
most knowledgeable about the child), and the case-
worker at all four waves. For the current analyses, only 
data from children, caregivers, and caseworkers were 
employed because of the large amount of missing data 
on the teacher reports (approximately 31%). 
Sample
Several of the variables of interest were not available 
until the children reached 11 years of age; as such, anal-
yses were restricted to youth who were 11–14 years old 
at baseline. Additionally, due to the fact that the mea-
sure of PTSD (a component of the well-being measure) 
was only available for youth who were 8–16 years old 
in wave 4, the age of the current sample was capped at 
16 to avoid problems with missing data. Thus, the ana-
lyzed subsample included a total of 360 children and ad-
olescents who were 11–14 years old at baseline and less 
than 17 years old at wave 4 who lived with a permanent 
caregiver (e.g., not in a group home or with a foster fam-
ily) at wave 1. To be included in the sample, both the 
youth and the caregiver must have been interviewed at 
waves 1, 3, and 4 and the child must have been enrolled 
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in school in waves 3 and 4 because two endogenous 
variables (school engagement and well-being) included 
items that were only administered to youth currently 
enrolled in school. Finally, 70 respondents had missing 
data on one or more of the variables of interest. Of these 
70 cases, 54 were dropped due to listwise deletion be-
cause Mplus requires that there are no missing data on 
any of the exogenous variables. The remaining 16 cases 
had missing data on endogenous variables only and 
thus had their values imputed using EM algorithm (see 
Muthén and Muthén 1998–2007 for more information 
on this process). No variable had more than 8% missing 
data. An analysis of the missing data revealed that those 
respondents with invalid data on one or more variables 
were significantly different from those with no missing 
data in the following ways: they were likely to have had 
lower family incomes, to have experienced less positive 
parenting, to be less likely to have experienced neglect, 
and to have lower well-being. 
Measures
Positive parenting was measured in wave 1 when the re-
spondents were 11–14 years old and is a composite vari-
able created from three parenting constructs. The first 
construct, parental monitoring, is made up of five items 
adapted from Dishion et al. (1991) measuring the amount 
of knowledge the youth felt their primary caregiver had 
about their activities. Some of the items asked the youth 
how often they left the house without telling their care-
giver and how often their caregiver knew who they were 
with. One item was reverse coded so that all items were 
positively oriented (i.e., a higher score indicated more 
frequent parental monitoring) and a mean scale was cre-
ated (See Table 1 for a list of all parenting measures). 
The second construct, closeness with primary care-
giver, was assessed using two items adapted from the 
National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, In-
Home questionnaire (Carolina Population Center, Uni-
versity of North Carolina at Chapel Hill 2002). Youth 
were asked how close they feel to their caregiver and 
how much they thought their caregiver cared about 
them. These items were highly correlated (r = .59**) and 
a mean scale was created. 
Finally, youth were asked 12 questions (adapted from 
Connell 1990) regarding their relationship with their pri-
mary caregiver such as how they felt when they were 
with their caregiver and if their caregiver did a lot to 
help them. Seven items were recoded to obtain a posi-
tively oriented scale (i.e., a higher score indicates a better 
relationship) and a mean scale was created. These three 
constructs (monitoring, closeness, and relationship with 
caregiver) had a combined reliability coefficient of .54 
and loaded strongly on one factor. They were standard-
ized and a mean scale of positive parenting was created. 
Childhood physical abuse was measured in wave 1 when 
the adolescents were 11–14 years old. Physical abuse 
scores were obtained by combining information from 
three sources: the youth themselves, their caregiver, 
and their caseworker. Caregiver and youth responses 
were gathered using eight items adapted from the Par-
ent–Child Conflict Tactics Scale (Straus et al. 1998). Both 
the caregiver and the youth were administered a series 
of questions about physical abuse the child had experi-
enced in the past year such as being slapped, hit, kicked, 
or threatened with a knife or gun. Youth were asked to 
report on abuse they had experienced from their parents 
or other adults that lived with them, and caregivers were 
asked to report on abuse they had inflicted upon the 
child (both were coded 0 = no physical abuse; 1 = phys-
ical abuse). Caseworkers were shown a list of 10 types 
of maltreatment and were asked to determine, based on 
the child’s case report, which best described the most se-
rious type of abuse reported to CPS. This variable was 
recoded into a dichotomous measure of physical abuse 
(0 = physical abuse was not the worst type reported to 
CPS; 1 = physical abuse was the worst type of abuse re-
ported). Data from the three sources (youth, caregiver, 
and caseworker) were combined into a single dichoto-
mous measure (0 = no physical abuse in the past year; 
1 = experienced physical abuse in the past year). Indi-
viduals with missing data on these items (two respon-
dents) were conservatively coded as never having expe-
rienced physical abuse in order to retain cases. 
Childhood sexual abuse was measured in wave 1 when 
the adolescents were 11–14 years old by assessing care-
giver and caseworker reports (youth were not asked 
about sexual abuse). Caseworkers were shown a list of 
10 types of maltreatment and were asked to determine, 
based on the child’s case report, which best described the 
most serious type of abuse reported to CPS. This variable 
was recoded into a dichotomous measure of sexual abuse 
(0 = sexual abuse was not the worst type reported to CPS; 
1 = sexual abuse was the worst type of abuse reported). 
Additionally, caregivers were asked whether their child 
had ever been touched or forced to touch someone else in 
a sexual way when they didn’t want to and if their child 
had been forced to have sex by an adult or older child in 
the past year. These two caregiver items were combined 
into a dichotomous measure (0 = no sexual abuse; 1 = ex-
perienced sexual abuse). The caseworker- and caregiver-
reported variables were combined to form a single dichot-
omous sexual abuse measure. Respondents with missing 
data on these items (approximately 10% of the sample) 
were conservatively coded as never having experienced 
sexual abuse in order to retain cases. 
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Childhood neglect was measured in wave 1 when the 
adolescents were 11–14 years old by assessing caregiver 
and caseworker reports (youth were not asked about ne-
glect). When shown the list of 10 types of maltreatment 
and asked to determine, based on the child’s case report, 
which was the worst type of abuse reported to CPS, 
those who chose neglect were coded as 1 and those who 
chose anything else were coded as 0. Additionally, care-
givers were asked to respond to five questions designed 
to measure child neglect in the past year such as how of-
ten in the past year they had left their child home alone 
or had been too drunk or high to care for their child 
(0 = no neglect in the past year; 1 = experienced neglect 
in the past year). The caseworker report and the care-
giver report were then combined into a single measure 
(0 = no neglect, 1 = neglect). Respondents with missing 
data on these items (approximately 4% of the sample) 
were conservatively coded as never having experienced 
neglect in order to retain cases. 
Disadvantaged neighborhood was measured at wave 1 
when the youth were 11–14 years of age with four items 
(adapted from Furstenburg 1990) in which caregivers 
were asked, for example, to compare their neighbor-
hood to most other neighborhoods regarding safety and 
quality of living. A higher score indicated a more dis-
advantaged neighborhood. A mean scale was created 
(α = .79). 
Running away, measured at wave 3 (approximately 
18 months after baseline), assessed whether or not 
youth had run away from home in the past 6 months. 
Responses were coded as 0 = no and 1 = yes. 
School engagement was measured approximately 
18 months after baseline in wave 3 with 11 child re-
ported items adapted from the Drug Free Schools Com-
munity Act Survey (See NSCAW User’s Guide—Dowd 
et al. 2004). For example, youth were asked how they 
feel when they are at school and how often they must be 
disciplined at school. Response categories ranged from 
0 to 3 with a higher score indicating greater school en-
gagement. A mean scale was created (α = .77). 
Delinquency was measured approximately 36 months 
after baseline in wave 4 by asking youth whether they 
had engaged in 10 different serious delinquent behav-
iors in the last 6 months (adapted from Elliott and Ag-
eton 1980). These items included behaviors such as at-
tacking someone with the intention of hurting them, 
being in a gang fight, and selling illicit drugs. Respon-
dents answering yes to at least one item were coded as 
1 = seriously delinquent, while those who answered no 
to all items were coded as 0 = not seriously delinquent. 
Victimization was measured approximately 36 months 
after baseline in wave 4 by asking respondents two Ta
bl
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questions: “In the past 12 months, how many times has 
someone physically hurt you on purpose?” and “In the 
past 12 months, have you had a gun shot wound or stab 
wound?” Those who gave an affirmative response to ei-
ther question were coded as 1 (experienced victimiza-
tion at least once); all others were coded as 0 (no victim-
ization). In order to separate those who were abused by 
a caretaker from those who were victimized by someone 
else, the youth were asked if the person who physically 
hurt them on purpose was responsible for taking care of 
them. If the person who did this to them was a caretaker, 
the youth was coded as 0 because these reports would 
have been captured in the physical abuse measure. 
Well-being, measured approximately 36 months after 
baseline in wave 4, consisted of five constructs (physi-
cal health, depressive symptoms, PTSD, social skills, 
and peer relationships) (See Table 1 for a list of all well-
being measures). The first construct, physical health, 
was measured by asking caregivers to rate the physical 
health of their child. Responses ranged from 0 = poor to 
4 = excellent. 
Depressive symptoms were measured with 27 
items adapted from the Children’s Depression Inven-
tory (Kovacs 1992). Youth were asked about how they 
felt in the past 2 weeks such as feeling sad and being 
liked by friends (certain items were reverse coded). Re-
sponses ranged from 0 to 2 with a greater score indicat-
ing less depressive symptoms (i.e., greater well-being). 
A summed scale was created. 
The third construct is a measure of PTSD. This vari-
able was created by NSCAW using items from the 
Trauma Symptom Checklist for Children (Briere 1996). 
Response categories were 0 = not clinically significant 
PTSD, and 1 = clinically significant PTSD. This item was 
reverse coded so that a greater score indicated no PTSD 
(i.e., greater well-being). 
Social skills were also measured with a NSCAW cre-
ated variable which used items adapted from the Social 
Skills Scale (Gresham and Elliott 1990). Response cate-
gories were 0 = low and 1 = average to high. 
The final construct included in the measure of well-
being was an assessment of the youth’s peer relation-
ships. This variable was created using 16 items adapted 
from the Loneliness and Social Dissatisfaction Question-
naire for Young Children (Asher and Wheeler 1985). For 
example, items asked youth how often they felt left out 
at school, how often they could find a friend when they 
needed one, and how often they got along with other 
kids at school. Some items were recoded to obtain a pos-
itively oriented scale, and response categories ranged 
from 0 = never to 4 = always, with a higher score indi-
cating more positive peer relationships and social inte-
gration. A mean scale was created. 
In order to create the composite measure of well-be-
ing, these five constructs were standardized and com-
bined into a single global measure. A summed scale 
was created with higher scores indicating greater global 
well-being (α = .57). 
In terms of our control variables, gender was coded 
0 = male and 1 = female, and race was coded 0 = white 
and 1 = non-white. Age was measured in wave 1 and 
ranged from 11 to 14 years. Income was measured using 
a NSCAW created variable. Response categories ranged 
from 1 = $0–9,999 to 5 = $40,000 and greater. 
Results
Sample Characteristics
The sample was 58.1% female with an average age of 
12.17 years at baseline. Approximately 49% of respon-
dents were non-white and although the average annual 
household income was between $10,000 and 29,999, 
caregivers tended to report that their neighborhoods 
were about the same or slightly better than other neigh-
borhoods. The average level of positive parenting was 
.13 (range = −3.13 to 1.00). Over one-half of adolescents 
(61%) had experienced physical abuse with similar rates 
being reported for males and females (65 and 59%, re-
spectively). Additionally, 25% of adolescents had suf-
fered from sexual abuse with females experiencing sig-
nificantly higher rates compared to males (31 vs. 19%, 
respectively). Approximately 73% of the sample had 
been neglected; this rate was similar for males and fe-
males (72 and 74% respectively). At wave 3, 9% of re-
spondents had run from home in the previous 6 months, 
and the average level of school engagement was 2.08 in-
dicating that youth were “often” engaged in school. 
At wave 4, the average level of well-being was .27 
(range = −11.10 to 4.17), and 14% had engaged in seri-
ous delinquent behaviors with males being significantly 
more likely to have done so (20% compared to 10%). Fi-
nally, 38% of young people reported being victimized at 
least once with males and females experiencing approx-
imately similar rates (39 and 36% respectively) (See Ta-
ble 2 for correlations between all study variables). 
Multivariate Results
A fully recursive path model was estimated using the 
weighted least squares means and variance adjusted 
(WLSMV) procedure with Delta parameterization in 
Mplus 3.13 (Muthén and Muthén, 1998–2007) because 
three endogenous variables were dichotomous in this 
study. The standardized path coefficients, β, represent 
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the effect of a given predictor variable on the depen-
dent variable after accounting for the remaining rela-
tionships in the model. Results for the path analysis in 
Figure 1 (only significant paths shown; control variables 
not displayed), revealed that greater school engagement 
at wave 3 was associated with having experienced more 
positive parenting at wave 1 (β = .15***) and being fe-
male (β = .16**), which is consistent with what was hy-
pothesized. These variables explained 10% of the vari-
ance in school engagement. 
As hypothesized, respondents who had run away 
from home at wave 3 were more likely to have expe-
rienced lower levels of positive parenting (β = −.42**) 
at wave 1. Approximately 15% of the variance in run-
ning away was explained. Greater well-being at wave 
4 was associated with more positive parenting at wave 
1 (β = .58**) and greater school engagement at wave 3 
(β = 1.90***), which was consistent with our hypothe-
ses. Additionally, not having experienced sexual abuse 
(β = −1.10***) and having lived in a less disadvantaged 
neighborhood (β = −.48*) at wave 1 were related to 
greater well-being at wave 4 as predicted. These vari-
ables explained approximately 18% of the variance in 
well-being. As expected, victimization at wave 4 was 
associated with having experienced neglect at wave 1 
(β = .38*), explaining approximately 9% of the variance 
in victimization. Finally, having committed an act of se-
rious delinquency at wave 4 was associated with being 
younger (β = −.17*), male (β = −.41*), having had lower 
levels of school engagement (β = −.61***), and having 
run away from home (β = .39***) at wave 3, which is con-
sistent with our hypotheses. These variables explained 
approximately 32% of the variance in delinquency. 
Multiple Groups
Because much of the literature on school engagement, 
running away, well-being, victimization, and delin-
quency has supported differences by gender, we tested 
for gender interactions. As can be seen by the multiple 
groups path models (Figs. 2 and 3), a somewhat differ-
ent set of relationships reached significance for boys and 
for girls. Among males (see Figure 2), greater school en-
gagement was associated with more positive parent-
ing (β = .19***) and having experienced childhood ne-
glect (β = .16†). Having engaged in severe delinquency 
was related to childhood neglect (β = .59*), having run 
away from home (β = .52***), and lower school engage-
ment (β = −.84***). Victimization at wave 4 was asso-
ciated with having run away at wave 3 (β = .51***). Fi-
nally, greater well-being was related to greater school 
engagement (β = 1.80***). 
Among females (see Figure 3), having less positive 
parenting (β = −.52*) and being older (β = .26†) was as-
sociated with running away. Greater school engagement 
was related to more positive parenting (β = .11*) and 
not having experienced neglect (β = −.14†). Having en-
gaged in serious delinquency was related to childhood 
physical abuse (β = .55†), having run away from home 
(β = .21†), lower school engagement (β = −.49*), and be-
Figure 1. Path model results 
(n = 360). Note: †  p < .10; * p < .05; 
** p < .01; *** p < .001. Only sig-
nificant paths shown. 
Figure 2. Path model for males 
(n = 151). Note : †  p < .10; * p < .05; 
** p < .01; *** p < .001. Only signifi-
cant paths shown. 
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ing younger (β = −.34*). Having experienced victim-
ization at wave 4 was associated with neglect at wave 
1 (β = .43*). Finally, higher levels of well-being were re-
lated to greater positive parenting (β = .92**), a lower 
likelihood of sexual abuse (β = −1.23**), living in a less 
disadvantaged neighborhood (β = −.78*), and greater 
school engagement (β = 1.93***). 
Despite these apparent differences, it is important 
to test the extent to which each path is significantly dif-
ferent by gender. In order to do this, each path was in-
dividually constrained to be equal across groups, and 
a chi-square difference test was conducted to assess 
the extent to which the fit of the model changed. In or-
der to obtain an accurate difference test for change in 
model fit between nested models when using WLSMV 
in Mplus, the chi-square is adjusted using derivatives to 
obtain an accurate p-value (Muthén and Muthén 1998–
2007). Results showed that the effect of positive parent-
ing on well-being was significantly stronger for females 
(χ 2 = 3.256†). Additionally, the manner in which neglect 
relates to school engagement was significantly mod-
erated by gender (χ 2 = 6.828**). Ever experiencing ne-
glect was related to greater levels of school engagement 
among males while for females, neglect was associated 
with less school engagement. Gender also significantly 
moderated the relationship between running away at 
wave 3 and victimization at wave 4 (χ 2 = 8.006**). Males 
who had run away from home were more likely to have 
been victimized than males who had not run away from 
home. Females who had run away from home were 
slightly less likely to have been victimized than females 
who had not run away. Finally, the relationship be-
tween running away and delinquency was significantly 
moderated by gender (χ 2 = 4.295*). Although having 
run away increased the likelihood of engaging in delin-
quency among both males and females, this relationship 
was stronger among males. 
Discussion
Using multiple waves of data, the current study exam-
ines the effects of child maltreatment, parenting, and 
neighborhood on victimization, delinquency, and well-
being via running away and school engagement among 
a sample of currently housed, high-risk adolescents. 
Consistent with our hypotheses, positive parenting is 
associated with school engagement and running away; 
sexual abuse, neglect, and disadvantaged neighborhood 
are related to victimization and/or well-being. Addi-
tionally, we find that school engagement is associated 
with delinquency and overall well-being and running 
away is related to participation in delinquency. Finally, 
our results reveal numerous gender interactions indicat-
ing that unique pathways exist for males and females. 
Discussion of Results for Total Sample
We find that positive parenting (e.g., monitoring and 
closeness) is related to running away for the total sam-
ple, which supports our hypotheses as well as previous 
findings: youth who have more positive relations with 
parents are less likely to run from home (Ek and Steel-
man 1988; Whitbeck and Hoyt 1999). It seems likely that 
adolescents who experience higher levels of monitoring 
and who feel very close to their caregivers may be less 
likely to run away because they feel wanted and cared 
about. Additionally, these youth may communicate 
more with their parents and discuss troubles when they 
arise and, as such, are less likely to use running away 
as a coping mechanism. Thus, positive parenting is an 
important buffer against running away from home. We 
also find, as hypothesized, that more positive paren-
tal relations are associated with greater school engage-
ment. Research suggests that youth who have troubles 
at school typically have difficulties at home (Crozier and 
Barth 2005; Leiter and Johnsen 1994; Tyler et al. 2006). 
Therefore, it is plausible that youth who have positive 
relations with parents are more likely to follow the rules 
at school and do well in school as a result. 
The strong impact of positive parental relations con-
tinues to protect adolescents over time. That is, more 
positive parenting is associated with greater adolescent 
well-being 3 years later. Although negative family expe-
riences may have cumulative effects and be detrimental 
Figure 3. Path model for females 
(n = 209). Note: †  p < .10; * p < .05; 
** p < .01; *** p < .001. Only signifi-
cant paths shown. 
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to normative adolescent development (Hagan and Mc-
Carthy 1997; Wheaton 1999), our findings reveal that ad-
olescents with positive family experiences are likely to 
have superior physical and mental health and to be bet-
ter adjusted. Thus, the unique aspects of positive par-
enting not only benefit youth in the short term, such as 
enhancing positive school relations and keeping youth 
from running away, but it also benefits youth in the long 
term, resulting in positive adolescent development. 
Although much has been written about sexual and 
physical abuse, less is known about the impact of neglect. 
In the current study we find that neglect, which has obvi-
ous short term consequences, continues to negatively im-
pact youth 3 years later. That is, adolescents who report 
having experienced neglect at wave 1 are more likely to 
experience victimization 3 years later, which is consis-
tent with our hypotheses. Parents who leave their child 
home alone and are unable to care for them because they 
are intoxicated or under the influence of drugs (i.e., indi-
cators of neglect) are unlikely to be aware of what their 
child is doing and/or whom they are with. As a result, 
their child may be exposed to potential offenders, which 
places them at greater risk for victimization. Addition-
ally, youth who feel as though no one loves them or cares 
about them may be more likely to engage in risky behav-
iors, which may also place them at greater risk for victim-
ization. More research is needed on the consequences of 
neglect including long-term outcomes. 
As expected, sexually abused adolescents tend to have 
lower overall well-being 3 years later. This is consistent 
with numerous studies, which find that sexually abused 
adolescents often suffer from emotional problems in-
cluding depression and PTSD (Beitchman et al. 1991; Ty-
ler 2002). Our findings suggest that experiencing sexual 
abuse has enduring consequences that affect normative 
adolescent development in numerous areas including 
physical, mental, and social aspects of the youth. 
Consistent with our hypotheses as well as previ-
ous research, living in a disadvantaged neighborhood 
is associated with lower adolescent well-being. That is, 
youth who live in poor and dangerous neighborhoods 
are more likely to experience poorer adolescent devel-
opment (Sampson et al. 2002). Youth exposed to crime 
and delinquency in their neighborhood are likely to 
worry more about their safety, which affects their men-
tal and physical health. Additionally, it may not be safe 
for some of these young people to play outdoors in their 
neighborhood and, as a result, this may stifle potential 
peer relations, social integration, and physical health, 
which are all indicators of adolescent well-being. 
Contrary to our hypotheses, physical abuse is not asso-
ciated with any of our outcome variables among the sam-
ple as a whole. Although some studies find that physical 
abuse is associated with negative outcomes, this research 
typically combines abuse items into a single construct or 
only looks at bivariate relations, which may account for 
this discrepancy. It is also likely that because we exam-
ined sexual abuse, physical abuse, and neglect simultane-
ously, only those that had the strongest effects remained 
significant. Additionally, despite the use of multiple re-
porters (youth, caregiver and caseworker), the fact that 
caregivers were asked to report on the physical abuse 
that they inflicted on their child, it is possible that some 
may have underreported and thus the true prevalence of 
physical abuse may have not been captured. 
As hypothesized, our results also indicate that run-
ning away from home is associated with delinquency. It 
is likely that adolescents who run away are at increased 
risk of spending time on the street where they may in-
teract with runaways or street youth. This contact with 
and exposure to potentially high-risk individuals may 
lead to youths’ own participation in delinquent activi-
ties. This finding is consistent with numerous studies 
on homeless and runaway youth (Chen et al. 2004; Tyler 
et al. 2001a; Whitbeck and Hoyt 1999). 
Having higher levels of school engagement is associ-
ated with a lower likelihood of delinquency and greater 
overall well-being, which is consistent with research in 
this area (Suldo et al. 2006) and with what we expected. 
It is likely that youth who do well in school, enjoy being 
there, and perceive a supportive environment are less 
likely to get into trouble. They are also likely to have 
more positive peer relations, and be more socially inte-
grated, which results in a higher quality of life (Suldo 
et al. 2006) and more positive well-being overall. 
Gender Differences
Consistent with our hypotheses, results also reveal some 
significant gender differences. First, the effect of posi-
tive parenting on well-being is significantly stronger for 
females, which may be due to the fact that females re-
ceive more monitoring than males and tend to internal-
ize rather than externalize (Kim et al. 1999). As a result, 
having positive parental relations may significantly re-
duce females’ likelihood for depression and PTSD com-
pared to males. 
Second, the effect of neglect on school engagement also 
differed by gender. Neglected males experience more 
school engagement whereas neglected females experience 
less school engagement. Because females tend to internal-
ize more than males, neglected females may become de-
pressed and withdrawn and, as a result, be less involved 
with school. Additionally, males may respond differently 
than females to being left home alone because our society 
emphasizes male independence and boys tend be super-
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vised less by parents in general. Hence, being neglected 
may not subsequently impact boys’ school involvement 
in negative ways as it does for females. 
Third, the relationship between running away at 
wave 3 and victimization at wave 4 also differed by gen-
der with runaway males being more likely to have been 
victimized compared to females as hypothesized. Be-
cause males are more likely to run away compared to fe-
males (SAMHSA 2004), they may have more exposure to 
potential offenders, increasing their chances for victim-
ization. Additionally, because homeless males are sig-
nificantly more likely to stay in public places compared 
to homeless females (Ennett et al. 1999), this is likely an 
added element of risk for victimization. 
Finally, the relationship between running away and 
delinquency was significantly moderated by gender. Al-
though having run away increases the likelihood of en-
gaging in serious delinquency among both males and 
females, this relationship was stronger for males as ex-
pected. It is possible that boys and girls have unique 
street experiences including engaging in different types 
of delinquency. For example, females are typically in-
volved in less serious criminal activity and violent crime 
(Mears et al. 1998; U.S. Department of Justice 1997) com-
pared to males. It is possible that if our measure in-
cluded less serious crime, there may have been more fe-
male involvement. 
Implications for Theory
Overall, our findings, based on longitudinal data, pro-
vide support for our hypotheses as well as for our the-
oretical model. First, consistent with a risk amplifi-
cation model (Whitbeck et al. 1999), adolescents who 
experience poor parental relations are more likely to run 
away to escape their environment and they are more 
likely to have poorer well-being. Negative developmen-
tal effects originating in the family are also amplified 
through running away and subsequently affect adoles-
cent well-being. 
Our results also indicate that running away is associ-
ated with delinquency, which is consistent with what 
we hypothesized and can be explained by the risk am-
plification model. Youth who run away often associate 
with deviant peers and may be introduced to delinquent 
behaviors by these homeless youth (Whitbeck et al. 
1999). As a result, this behavior increases the risk for the 
youth’s own participation in delinquency. 
Additionally, we find that youth with poor parental re-
lations are less likely to be involved in school and that 
living in a disadvantaged neighborhood leads to poorer 
adolescent well-being. These findings can be best ex-
plained by Hagan and McCarthy’s (1997) social capi-
tal theory. In disadvantaged communities and families, 
parents tend to have less social capital and, as a result, 
typically have fewer resources to pass on to their chil-
dren. Limited availability of social capital increases the 
likelihood that youth will leave home. Furthermore, as 
a result of damaging family and environmental experi-
ences, youth are more likely to have conflicts with teach-
ers and are less likely to be committed to school. As a 
consequence of experiencing problematic parenting and 
conflicting interactions at school, youth suffer from an 
attenuation of bonds that keep them at home and unin-
volved in crime (Hagan and McCarthy 1997). 
Limitations
It is noteworthy that our study was primarily limited by 
measurement issues inherent in the use of secondary data 
sets. For example, we cannot determine how long the re-
spondent was away from home before returning. It is 
likely that those who stay away for longer periods of time 
experience greater risk and therefore more involvement 
in delinquency and more victimization. Another limi-
tation is that some of the measures in the current study 
are retrospective and may be subject to recall bias. Also, 
many caregivers may be unwilling to admit to physically 
abusing their child. We were able to deal with this issue 
to some extent, however, by including both caseworker 
and youth reports. Further, despite our focus on educa-
tion, we were unable to use teacher reports in our anal-
ysis due to a large amount of missing data. Because only 
those who were enrolled in school at waves 3 and 4 were 
included in the sample, it is possible that we were missing 
some of the higher risk youth, which means the results 
may err on the conservative side. Finally, despite the fact 
that all variables had at least 92% valid data and data that 
were missing on the endogenous variables were imputed 
during analyses, it is possible that results may be slightly 
biased in this regard. An analysis of the missing data re-
vealed that those respondents with invalid data on one 
or more variables were significantly different from those 
with no missing data in that they were likely to have had 
lower family incomes, to have experienced less positive 
parenting, to be less likely to have experienced neglect, 
and to have lower well-being. Thus, it is possible that the 
sample analyzed was slightly more conventional than the 
NSCAW sample as a whole. 
Conclusions and Implications
Notwithstanding the aforementioned concerns, our data 
also have several strengths, which allowed us to ad-
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dress many of the shortcomings in the current literature. 
First, much research on running away and victimization 
is based on samples of already homeless youth. The mul-
tiple-wave sampling design employed in the NSCAW 
data allows us to estimate causal ordering and examine 
the runaway patterns of housed adolescents, which has 
not previously been done in the homeless literature with 
these variables. Second, our data combined reports from 
multiple sources. Third, our findings build upon existing 
data with samples of homeless youth and shed important 
light on precursors to running away and victimization, 
delinquency and well-being among a sample of housed, 
high-risk adolescents. We also include indicators of neigh-
borhood disadvantage and neglect, which are often over-
looked in studies of runaway and homeless adolescents. 
Our findings indicate the need to identify problems 
associated with running away because, if left unchecked, 
these issues may result in repeated running and lower 
school engagement, subsequently increasing the likeli-
hood for victimization, delinquency, and poorer well-
being. Additionally, it is important to target young peo-
ple from disadvantaged neighborhoods, which can have 
long-term consequences for youth in terms of their over-
all well-being. It is also essential to recognize that males 
and females have different experiences and interven-
tions need to attend to this. Finally, it is important to 
note that positive parental relations have unique buffer-
ing effects for youth at numerous levels and that these 
positive aspects could be targeted as potential sources of 
strength to improve adolescent well-being. 
Future research should continue to employ general 
population samples that examine precursors to running 
away and their effect on victimization, delinquency and 
well-being given that little is known about the long-term 
consequences of some of these precursors and how they 
may differ for males and females. Additionally, it is im-
portant not only to collect information on the amount 
of time that adolescents are away from home but also 
to find out where they stay, why they return home, and 
if their relationships with parents/caretakers improve, 
worsen, or remain the same. Future research that takes 
into account such issues will be better able to provide 
services to high-risk youth before they run away, which 
would enhance positive adolescent development. 
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